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The same old story: the reproduction and recycling of a dominant narrative in research 
on physical education for girls 
 
David Kirk and Kimberly L Oliver 
 
Abstract 
2XUSXUSRVHLQWKLVSDSHULVWRVKRZKRZDSDUWLFXODUQDUUDWLYHZKDWZHFDOOKHUHµWKHVDPH 
ROGVWRU\¶DERXWJLUOVDQGSK\VLFDOHGXFDWLRQLVPDLQWDLQHGDQGUHSURGXFHGE\PDQ\RIWKH
researchers who study this topic, and by sections of the media who report on some of this 
research. We believe we need to understand the extent of the contribution researchers of girls 
and physical education make to the same old story if we are to contribute to a process of 
bringing about change for the better for all girls. First of all, we summarise the collective 
knowledge from social, pedagogical and historical research on girls and physical education 
overviewed by Flintoff and Scraton in 2006, before going on to examine some of the research 
literature post-2006 that we think reproduces the same old story in a variety of ways. Next we 
present a case study of the treatment of the report of a large-scale study in England by the 
media to show not only that newspapers and other media outlets are parasitic upon research 
but that they also invariably simplify, sensationalise and misrepresent the findings of studies 
of girls and physical education. We conclude that this topic of study, like the broader field of 
physical education and sport pedagogy, is marred by poor citation practices and a consequent 
general lack of systematic building on previously published studies. Moreover, we suggest 
that there appear to be few programmes of research and a marked absence of a broader 
programme of interlocking research studies that could produce genuine developments in 
practice. Finally, we propose that a large part of a shared mission for this field of inquiry is 
that it must become more focused on how we go about improving the situation for girls in 
physical education, building on what we already know from activist studies and other 
student-centred interventions. 
 
Keywords: girls and gender, physical education, pedagogy, activist research 
 
Introduction 
Writing in the early 1990s, Patricia Vertinsky (1992) pinpoints the moment when things went 
horribly wrong for girls and physical education, the implementation in various countries of 
equal opportunities legislation in the 1970s and early 1980s. This is not to say, as Vertinsky is 
keen to show, that all was well before this legislation. But its introduction created the issue 
that is the central topic of this paper, the genesis of a narrative about µWKHSUREOHP¶RIJLUOVLQ
physical education. The wider impact of this legislation, where it helped create more 
equitable and just social institutions and practices, was without question right and necessary. 
But where it touched on physical education, particularly in North America, the assumption 
was made that coeducational programmes would be more equitable than gender segregated 
programmes, an DVVXPSWLRQWKDW9HUWLQVN\SQRWHVZDVQRWZDUUDQWHGVLQFH³HTXDO
access did not HQVXUHHTXDOSDUWLFLSDWLRQ´,QVWHDGZKDWWKHDQWLVH[LVWOHJLVODWLRQGLGZDVWR
put boys and girls together in physical education classes thDWZHUHUXQDFFRUGLQJWRER\V¶
rules and standards, inevitably providing proof to sexist opponents of equal opportunities 
legislation that girls and women were in fact µthe weaker sex¶. Even where legislation was 
framed in ways that supported coeducational physical education but provided enough 
exemptions to permit single sex programmes to continue, DVLWZDVLQWKH8.¶V6H[
Discrimination Act of 1975, this watershed moment brought physical education for boys and 
girls into direct comparison, and so the seeds of the same old story were sown.  
 
Vertinsky (1992, pp. 378-9) maps out the basic elements of the narrative of the same old 
story persuasively and in some detail. What it came down to, she notes, was that³Lf girls did 
not avail themselves of opportunities for play they weUHEODPHGIRUKDYLQJWKHµZURQJ¶ 
attitude´ ,WZDVJLUOV¶IDXOWWKDWWKH\GLGQRWOLNHYLJRURXVSK\VLFDODFWLYLW\WKDWWKH\GLGQRW
want to compete to win, that they avoided physical contact, that they valued being with 
friends over being on the winning team, and that they dropped out of physical education in 
increasing numbers throughout their high school years. As Vertinsky notes, much hope was 
placed in teachers to carry through this reform. But teachers who had taught and had been 
trained in single-sex environments, even those who were committed to co-educational 
physical education, struggled in practice to treat all students the same, as the equal 
opportunities rhetoric seemed to imply.  
 
Much of the research Vertinsky cites in this 1992 paper already recognised the simplicity of 
the practices that seemed to flow from this well-intentioned legislation. On the basis of this 
work she was able to write that  
 
³Efforts to promote participation tend to severely underestimate the ways that girls' 
perceived opportunities are already bounded by previous socialization into play and 
sport from early childhood, the level of support from parents, peers, and teachers 
(especially in the primary years), and economic opportunity, class, and race´ 
(Vertinsky, 1992, p.385) 
 
Despite the efforts of generations of feminist researchers who have tried to shift the terms of 
the narrative from blaming girls to recognition of a complex interaction of factors centred on 
the patriarchal order, the same old narrative has resisted and persisted.  As a case in point, the 
Women¶s Sport and Fitness Foundation (2010) in the UK produced a µIDFW sheet¶ that shows 
how firmly entrenched is the basic outline of the same old narrative7KHµIDFWVKHHW¶
summarises headline results from a range of surveys of young people in the UK conducted 
between 2007 and 2010. The reporting follows more or less the same theme of showing that 
girls are less active than boys, more girls than boys decline in activity more dramatically 
during adolescence, girls EHOLHYHER\V¶DFWLYLWLHVWREHPRUHLPSRUWDQWand that girls see 
exercise as a way of becoming and being thin. 
 
Our purpose in this paper is to show how the same old story about girls and physical 
education is maintained and reproduced by many of the researchers who study this topic, and 
by sections of the media who report on some of this research. We are concerned about the 
perpetuation of the same old story in the work of researchers and the reporters of this research 
in the popular press and other media outlets because we think it is this group who should be 
leading the challenge to change this narrative. We believe we need to understand the extent of 
the contribution researchers of girls and physical education make to the same old story if we 
are to contribute to a process of bringing about change for the better for all girls. 
 
We begin by summarising the collective knowledge from social, pedagogical and historical 
research on girls and physical education overviewed by Flintoff and Scraton in 2006, before 
going on to examine some of the research literature post-2006 that we think reproduces the 
same old story in a variety of ways, typically by being unaware of or perhaps deliberately 
omitting what is clearly shown by the Flintoff and Scraton chapter and other sources to be 
already known about this topic. Next we present a case study of the treatment of the report of 
a large-scale study in England by the media to show not only that newspapers and other 
media outlets are parasitic upon research but that they also invariably simplify, sensationalise 
and misrepresent the findings of studies of girls and physical education. In our conclusion we 
attempt to understand some of the trends in this research, some of the reasons why it 
perpetuates the same old story, and what might be done to address this problem. 
 
The same old story: the evidence 
While most peer reviewed publications on girls and physical education provide short reviews 
RISUHYLRXVO\SXEOLVKHGUHVHDUFK)OLQWRII¶VDQG6FUDWRQ¶VFKDSWHULQWKHHandbook of 
Physical Education is one of the few detailed reviews of research on this topic. That said, the 
review is selective and has a particular focus, on curriculum, teachers, teaching and teacher 
HGXFDWLRQDQGJLUOV¶SHUFHSWLRQVDQGH[SHULHQFHWKHVHEHLQJWKHWKUHHPDLQGLPHQVLRQVRI
pedagogy. And reflecting the location of its authors, both geographically and 
paradigmatically, the chapter places its main emphases on English-language publications in 
Europe and the UK and includes studies that are mainly informed by some version of 
feminist theory. It is, nevertheless, the only recent comprehensive published review of what 
we have learned from research about girls and physical education and as such provides us 
with a valuable resource to interrogate our argument about the same old story. 
 
Before they begin to review the pedagogical research on girls and physical education, Flintoff 
and Scraton remind us that there is a considerable historical literature on this topic and indeed 
that women played a significant leadership role in the development of physical education in 
WKH8.DQGHOVHZKHUHVLQFHDWOHDVWWKHHQGRIWKHQLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\7KHµIHPDOHWUDGLWLRQ¶
as FleWFKHUGXEEHGLWZDVDOZD\VFRQWURYHUVLDOVLQFHJLUOV¶DQGZRPHQ¶VSDUWLFLSDWLRQ
in organised forms of physical activity such as gymnastics and some sports challenged deep-
seated social mores about masculinity and femininity. This overview of historical studies also 
reminds us that the issues surrounding girls and physical education have a long history in 
education systems amounting to over a century and a half in some countries. This point is 
important for our argument about the same old story because it has over time become deeply 
ingrained in the collective consciousness of populations, including the institutions that 
prepare teachers of physical education and that develop sports. There can be no question that, 
while some things may have changed over this century or more in terms of girls and physical 
education, there have also been important continuities between past and present that are well-
established and thus very powerful. 
 
Flintoff and Scraton note a general trend in the research on girls and physical education 
reflected in the pedagogy literature more broadly, which is a shift of the attention of 
researchers from concerns about teachers, teaching and teacher education, to curriculum and 
more recently to learners and learning (Kirk, 2010). This is another significant outcome of 
WKHLUUHYLHZVLQFHWKHSDSHUVWKH\FLWHLQUHODWLRQWRJLUOV¶SHUFHSWLRQVDQGH[SHULHQFHVRI
physical education date with only one or two exceptions from 2000. In other words, we know 
more about teachers and the curriculum in relation to this topic than we do about girls 
themselves. While we think there is some published work from the early to mid-1990s that 
Flintoff and Scraton did not include, nevertheless we might pause to wonder why it has taken 
researchers so long to consider it important to listen to the voices of girls. 
 
Their review of studies of teachers, teaching and teacher education and of curriculum 
provides some important insights. One of the most significant is that gender inequalities and 
stereotyping are part of teachers¶ own experiences both of their school physical education and 
sport participation and their education as physical education student teachers. These are, 
moreover, powerful normalising processes that individuals can challenge only at personal risk 
and cost. Teachers are then among the primary agents for reproducing existing gender 
relations in physical education, not as individual choices they make but as part of wider, 
sedimented and powerful institutional processes. Unsurprisingly, then, Flintoff and Scraton 
note research which suggests male and female teachers practice slightly different teaching 
styles, with women engaging with girls in more interpersonal ways, in contrast to male 
WHDFKHUV¶PRUH direct instructional styles. Their review shows the vitally important role 
teachers play as models of gendered behaviour for both girls and boys, and how hard it is to 
change these behaviours, even when teachers themselves recognise that there is an issue and 
willingly engage in change processes.  
 
The curriculum represents a further topic of study for researchers of girls and physical 
education. Fintoff and Scraton note that this research is strongly influenced by the historical 
legacy of separate sex classes and high levels of differentiation of activities deemed to be 
suitable for girls and for boys, leading to strongly entrenched SUDFWLFHVRIµJHQGHU-
DSSURSULDWH¶SK\VLFDODFWLYLWLHVLQWKHFXUULFXOXPThey show that differentiation of activities 
has continued even when initiatives such as the National Curriculum Physical Education in 
England presented opportunities to offer alternatives. At the same time, and drawing on US 
research dating from the mid-1980s around the 1972 Title IX development, they show that 
legislation requiring girls and boys to be taught the same activities together in co-educational 
classes is not necessarily a step forward in equal opportunities for girls. They cite research 
that shows boys dominate co-ed classes, and that perspectives on the gender-appropriateness 
of activities remain in place.  
 
Returning to the focus on girls, Flintoff and Scraton show that the research reports 
considerable variability of experiences and perceptions, suggesting there is no homogenous 
µJLUO¶ZKRVKDUHVWKHVDPHH[SHULHQFHVDQGSHUFHSWLRQVDVKHUSHHUV6RPHJLUOVVD\WKH\OLNH
physical education and some say they do not. Some girls like some activities and others 
different activities. Citing their own research reported in 2001, Flintoff and Scraton claimed 
WKDWJLUOV¶SDUWLFLSDWLRQLQVSRUWLVSUREOHPDWLFDOO\ORZWKRXJKDJDLQWKHUH was much 
variability in terms of intensity and extent of participation. Other research they cite showed 
that, for girls who do wish to participate in sport, compromises are often required in terms of 
the construction of their feminine and sexual identities. Despite the variability these studies of 
JLUOV¶H[Seriences and perceptions reveal, Flintoff and Scraton claim they also show that girls 
are constructed by others, including their teachers and their peers, as inferior to males in 
physical education and sport contexts. They also claim, citing work published in 2002 and 
2003, that research had only just begun to consider the experiences and perceptions of girls 
from different ethnic, religious and social class backgrounds and how their opportunities to 
be physically active may be shaped by school, family and community. They cite the need for 
UHVHDUFKRQµGLIIHUHQFHDQGGLYHUVLW\¶DVDIXWXUHIRFXVRIVWXGLHVRIJLUOVJHQGHUDQGSKysical 
education. 
 
We suggest that, whatever other merits it possesses, this analysis of the research literature by 
Flintoff and Scraton provides us with a very helpful means of interrogating the accuracy of 
our argument about the same old narrative. It provides us with one place to visit to determine 
ZKHWKHUDQGWRZKDWH[WHQWDUHVHDUFKHU¶VFODLPVWRRULJLQDOLW\IRUWKHLUUHVHDUFKIRFXVRQ
girls and physical education is credible. This is particularly the case for research carried out 
after the publication of this chapter in 2006. But it is also the case for some research 
conducted before this in so far as Flintoff and Scraton provide us with a sense of the critical 
mass of studies that have investigated particular aspects of pedagogy. Of special interest to us 
is the absence in their review of studies of interventions in schools that took all three aspects 
of pedagogy (learning, teaching and curriculum) together, as the organising centre for 
physical education. 
 
A review of studies of girls and physical education since Flintoff and Scraton wrote their 
2006 piece (sometime in 2004 or 2005) shows two distinct trends. The first is that researchers 
have indeed begun to answer the call to investigate issues of intersectionality, difference and 
diversity. The second is that some of the more recent research is located within the discourse 
of physical activity and public health, much of it utilising public health research protocols 
centred on interventions.  
 
A need to understand the topic of girls and physical education intersectionally, as we noted 
earlier, was identified by Vertinsky in her 1992 paper. Some researchers responded to this 
call. Oliver and Lalik (2000; 2001; 2004) found that the intersections of race and gender were 
critical to how girls were learning to think about their bodies and recommended that teachers 
and researchers try to understand how this intersection iQIOXHQFHVJLUOV¶KHDOWK-related 
choices. Benn and her colleagues (see eg. Benn et al, 2011) have developed a line of research 
that has explored the experiences of Muslim girls in physical education in the UK and 
Greece. A paper by Azzarito and Solmon (2006) repeated the call for the exploration of 
intersectionality and difference, as did Flintoff and Scraton in their 2006 chapter.  Azzarito 
and Solmon (2006) reported thaW\RXQJSHRSOH¶VPHDQLQJVDERXWthe gendered body 
intersected with the racial body and functioned to circumscribe JLUOV¶orientations toward and 
access to physical activities. They claimed that constructing more equitable physical 
education contexts and non-tolerance of sexism and racism should feature prominently in any 
physical education intervention.  
 
Unfortunately, none of this work in physical education is cited or acknowledged in more 
recent studies of girls and intersectionality from a public health perspective. For instance, 
Grieser et al. (2006), as part of the Trial for Activity in Adolescent Girls (TAAG) 
programme, described an µH[SORUDWRU\VWXG\¶that compared African American, Hispanic and 
Caucasian girls. What they found in terms of WKHJLUOV¶attitudes, preferences and practices in 
relation to physical activity was already in the literature. They concluded that other factors 
besides ethnicity impact on attitudes to, and preferences and practices for, physical activity. 
They also noted that girls may benefit best from interventions designed specifically for them, 
another point that was already well-established in the literature on girls and physical 
education.  In a related publication reporting findings from the TAGG programme, Barr-
Anderson et al. (2008) noted that TAAG resulted in only modest improvements LQJLUOV¶3$
after 3 years and the improvement was only observed among girls who had been exposed to 
the intervention during their entire middle school experience.  
 
In another study, Taylor et al. (2008) undertook an investigation of African-American and 
/DWLQRPLGGOHVFKRROJLUOVRQWKHSUHPLVHWKDW³Pore data are needed to better understand 
factors UHODWHGWRSK\VLFDODFWLYLW\SDUWLFLSDWLRQLQDGROHVFHQWJLUOV´ (p. 67). They concluded 
WKDW³IXQVRFLDOVXSSRUWDQGFRQFHUQZLWKERG\LPDJHIDFLOLWDWHGSDUWLFLSDWLRQLQDFWLYLW\,Q
contrast, negative experiences in physical education classes, concerns about appearance after 
DFWLYLW\DQGODFNRIRSSRUWXQLW\LPSHGHGSDUWLFLSDWLRQLQDFWLYLW\´ (p. 67). They cite none of 
the literature reviewed by Flintoff and Scraton that had already established these factors, and 
report these findings as if they are new and original insights. 
 
One of the earliest studies of physical education and physical activity levels from a public 
health perspective accidently (as it were) stumbled across gender differences. McKenzie et al. 
(2004) reported the findings of the two yearlong Middle School Physical Education 
Intervention (M-SPAN) project which was among the first to promote the notion of Moderate 
to Vigorous Physical Activity (MVPA) as WKHµgold standard¶ outcome, noting ³$
disappointing finding was that the physical activity increase for girls was not statistically 
significant (P ! 0.08). This occurred despite the vast majority of PE classes being 
coeducational, permitting boys and girls to be exposed to the same teaching methods in the 
same classes´(p.1386). Since girls were not the focus of the study then it is perhaps not 
surprising that there is no research literature included on girls and physical education. This 
DEVHQFHGLGQRWSUHYHQW0F.HQ]LHHWDOSURSRVLQJWKDW³Whis result suggests additional 
intervention strategies may be needed for girls, such as including activities more preferred by 
girls, single-sex activities, and different motivationDODQGLQVWUXFWLRQDOWHFKQLTXHV´(p.1386). 
7KLVZDVDµGLVFRYHU\¶IRU0F.HQ]LHHWDO. but it is nonetheless a point already clearly 
established in the literature. 
 
Further studies have adopted the public health perspective following this lead by McKenzie 
et al. and the TAGG researchers. An Australian study by Casey et al. (2013) of the Triple G 
(Girls Get Going) program argued for the importance of recognising that interventions 
developed in the USA for example may not work in other places such as Australia and thus 
indigenous Australian programmes are required. A study by Felton et al. (2005) report on the 
Lifestyle Education for Activity (LEAP) program in which girls were the central focus along 
with a concern for race and location (urban, suburban, rural).  This paper reports a case study 
RIRQHVFKRRO¶VVXFFHVV in promoting physical activity in girls. Some researchers have 
continued post 2006 and the publication of the Flintoff and Scraton overview to study a range 
of topics relating to girls and physical education, invariably framed by concerns over low 
levels of physical activity and rising obesity, sometimes intersectional and sometimes not, 
that we would argue contribute little in the way of new insights or knowledge, including 
factors influencing girls participation in senior high school physical education courses 
(Gibbons, 2009), IHPDOHVWXGHQWV¶Serceptions of gender-role stereotypes (Constantinou et al., 
2009), and the effects of choice on the motivation of adolescent girls (Ward et al., 2008) to 
name a few.  
 
7KHVHVWXGLHVDQGRWKHUVVKDUHLQFRPPRQHLWKHUWKHVWDWHPHQWRIWKHREYLRXVHJµJLUOVDUH
PRUHPRWLYDWHGZKHQWKH\KDYHFKRLFHV¶RUUHSHDWLQIRUPDWLRQZHDOUHDG\KDYHShen et 
al.¶V (2012) ambitious study of urban African-APHULFDQJLUOV¶SDUWLFLSDWLRQand future 
intentions towards physical education, which attempts to provide a gendered basis for the 
theory of planned behaviour by matching it to a feminist post-structuralist perspective, 
unaccountably fails to cite relevant and appropriate literature that is well known to its 
authors. Even well-conducted, relatively theoretically sophisticated research such as Hills 
(2007) ethnographic study of 12 and 13 year old British girls from a range of ethnicities and 
mostly lower socioeconomic communities repeats, albeit in a highly articulate fashion, 
insights that have been in the literature represented by the Fintoff and Scraton review for 
some time. For instance, after a year in the field Hills concluded: 
 
³7KHFRPSOH[LW\RIJLUOV¶H[SHULHQFHVUHLQIRUFHVWKHneed for the implementation of 
inclusive teaching practices that can differentiate between the skills and experiences 
of different girls. The recognition of difference provides a central component of 
entitlement. These differences, however, are not limited to demarcated social 
categories such as ethnicity, gender, and disability. This study suggests that inclusive 
practices are required in girl-only as well as co-educational contexts and across social 
categories. Within this study, a range of practices that excluded some girls from 
developing skills were identified and included teasing, marginalisation within games, 
and the public scaling of bodies. Differentiated practices may necessitate 
deemphasising competitive outcomes, introducing individualised as well as group 
approaches to learning, integrating multi-dimensional learning environments, and 
modifying or adapting physical activities´ (Hills, 2007, p.333) 
 
At least in this conclusion Hills brings together all three aspects of pedagogy - teachers, 
learners, and curriculum - WRVKRZWKDWQRRQHDVSHFWSURYLGHVDQDQVZHUWRWKHµSUREOHPRI
JLUOV¶DQGWKDWHYHQZKHQZHXQGHUVWDQGWKHFRPSOH[LW\RIWKHLVVXHVZHDUHQRWDWWKHVDPH
time handed ready-made solutions. Unfortunately, when researchers such as Hills reveal this 
complexity, the response from other stakeholders, such as politicians, policy-makers and 
funding organisations, is to look for ready-made solutions. A key agency in this process of 
simplification and thus a key contributor to the perpetuation of the same old story is the 
media. 
 
Researchers and a parasitic media: a case in point 
The reproductive cycle of the same old narrative is maintained; we suggest, by research that 
appears to be neither regularly nor systematically informed by the collective body of 
previously produced and published knowledge about girls, gender and physical education. 
The research community does not accomplish this feat alone however. It is considerably 
aided in maintaining the same old narrative by a parasitic media. To illustrate how the media 
comes in to play on the question of girls and physical education we will use a brief case study 
to make our point. The report we use to illustrate claim is Changing the Game for Girls, 
published by the UK-EDVHG:RPHQ¶V6SRUWDQG)LWQHVV)RXQGDWLRQ:6))LQ0D\
The study was carried out in partnership with the high-profile UK-based organisations the 
Youth Sport Trust and the Institute for Youth Sport (IYS) at Loughborough University. The 
IROORZLQJVWDWHPHQWE\WKHOHDGRUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V&KLHI([HFXWLYHSURYLGHVDQLQVLJKWLQWRKRZ
the WSFF position the report: 
 
This report presents new research that offers us the opportunity to begin to understand 
the causes of low levels of physical activity among girls. The project (the largest of its 
kind ever carried out in the UK) explores the views of girls ± and boys ± about physical 
activity, sport and PE, and the influence of schools, friends and families. It also 
includes interviews with parents and PE teachers. Importantly, the research points 
clearly to what can be done to help more girls get and stay active. (Sue Tiball, CE, 
WSFF, 2012, p.1) 
 
The claim is made that this is new research, and as such offers a beginning in the process of 
undeUVWDQGLQJJLUOV¶VLWXDWLRQVZLWKUHVSHFWWRSK\VLFDO activity. It further claims it is 
distinctive due to its size and because it offers girls and boys an opportunity to be heard. 
0RUHRYHUDV7LEDOOZULWHVµLPSRUWDQWO\¶WKHVWXG\SURYLGHVLQVLJKWVinto how to overcome 
the problems it identifies. None of the claims made in the statement quoted are strictly 
accurate, and in some cases they seriously misrepresent much of the previous research that 
has been conducted.  
 
As we noted, )OLQWRIIDQG6FUDWRQ¶VRYHUYLHZVKRZVIDFWRUVDIIHFWLQJJLUOV¶VLWXDWLRQV
with respect to physical education and physical activity have been in the public domain 
increasingly since at least the middle to late 1980s. Moreover, as their review shows, there 
have been at least as large scale studies conducted previously, and a number these studies that 
pre-date the 2012 WSFF report have also given girls and boys opportunities to be heard. 
Neither is its claim to focus on how WRRYHUFRPHWKHSUREOHPRIJLUOV¶SK\VLFDOHGXFDWLRQ
RULJLQDOQRWZLWKVWDQGLQJWKHSURGXFWLRQRIDµWRRONLW¶IRUWHDFKHUVZKHQVHWEHVLGHDZKROH
line of other interventions including activist research with girls. Finally, what the study 
claims to have dLVFRYHUHGZLWKUHVSHFWWRJLUOV¶DQGER\V¶SDUHQWV¶DQGWHDFKHUV¶YLHZVDERXW
physical activity, sport and physical education, including the influence of schools, friends and 
family, is not news. These insights, as we noted, have been in the research literature for at 
least two decades or more. 
 
Perhaps, and arguably, the single most notable feature of this study is that it states in more 
explicit terms than is often the case that school physical education as a curriculum topic and 
teachers as agents are vHU\PXFKWREODPHIRUPDQ\JLUOV¶XQZLOOLQJQHVVWRSDUWLFLSDWH$QG
indeed it is this point that was picked up in numerous media stories reporting the research on 
the day of WKH5HSRUW¶V release. Jane Hughes (2012) for the British Broadcasting Corporation 
%%&ZHEVLWHKHDGOLQHGKHUDUWLFOHZLWKWKHVWDWHPHQWWKDWµ6FKRROVXUJHGWRPDNH3(PRUH
DWWUDFWLYHWRJLUOV¶ZKLOH(PPD%LUFKOH\IRU6N\1HZVUDWKHUPRUHGUDPDWLFDOO\
ZURWHWKDWµ3(SXWVKDOIRIJLUOVRIIH[HUFLVHIRUOLIH¶.DWKHULQH)DXONQHU(2010) for the Daily 
Mail ZDVVRPHZKDWPRUHORTXDFLRXVZLWKKHUKHDGOLQHRIµGrubby changing rooms and 
embarrassment at getting sweaty in front of boys mean PE lessons are putting girls off 
H[HUFLVHIRUOLIH¶The Independent journalist Richard Garner (2012), meanwhile, focused on 
a different finding, that 
8QIHPLQLQH
VFKRROVSRUWVOHDYHJLUOVRQWKHVLGHOLQHV¶ZKLOHKLV
FROOHDJXH+DUULHW:DONHUZLWKKHUFRPPHQWDU\RQWKHVHQHZVVWRULHVEODPHGµWKH
SV\FKRWLFJ\PWHDFKHUV¶ 
 
:KLOHWKLVµLQVLJKW¶ may have been news to some of these journalists, calls for radical reform 
of physical education for girls have been appearing in the research literature for decades. 
6LQFHWKLVUHSRUWPDNHVQRFODLPVWREHDQµDFDGHPLFSXEOLFDWLRQ¶WKHODFNRIUHIHUHQFHV is 
SHUKDSVDUJXDEO\XQGHUVWDQGDEOH%XW7LEDOO¶VLQWURGXFWLRQZKLFKFRPSOHWHO\RPLWVWR
mention any other research on physical education and girls, rather than confirm the 
RULJLQDOLW\RIWKLVµQHZ¶UHVHDUFKPHUHO\IHHGVWKHUHSURGXFWLYHF\FOHWKDWOLHs at the root of 
the problem of bringing about genuine change that will benefit all girls to lead physically 
active lives.  
 
Ironically, and to emphasise our point, the IYS conducted another study, covered in January 
2005 by Denis Campbell of The Observer QHZVSDSHUXQGHUWKHKHDGHUµ8JO\JDPHVNLWWXUQV
JLUOVRII3(¶&DPSEHOOZULWHVRIWKLVHDUOLHUVWXG\ 
 
The findings of the survey, by the Institute of Youth Sport at Loughborough University, 
will be unveiled this week to the 250 delegates attending Let's Go Girls, the first 
conference in Britain on how to tackle young females' dislike of school games. The 
academics conducted research at 111 schools and among almost 11,000 girl pupils aged 
11-16. They found that 30 per cent of the girls surveyed did not like their PE kit, and 40 
per cent were self-conscious about their bodies. One in five said they only took part in 
PE because they had to, 15 per cent did not enjoy it and 3 per cent rarely took part. One 
in five believed that being good at sport was not important for girls and that it was not 
'cool' to display sporting prowess. Worryingly, the researchers found that 30 per cent of 
girls did not think they would be physically active once they left school. They also 
discovered that girls become progressively more negative towards sport after the onset 
of puberty. (Campbell, 2005) 
 
This passage could easily have come from the 2012 report or its associated media stories. 
Certainly it is difficult to see from this media report what progress has been made between 
the 2005 and the 2012 initiatives involving at least some of the same organisations. While we 
might as researchers cry foul and claim our work has been misrepresented, we think we have 
seen enough of this kind of media reporting of research-led initiatives surrounding girls and 
physical education for us as a research community to develop strategies to counteract the 
parasitic media, to undermine its simplifications and misrepresentations while at the same 
time getting accurate messages across to the general public as well as key stakeholders. 
 
Conclusion 
:HFLWHGDWVRPHOHQJWK3DWULFLD9HUWLQVN\¶VSDSHUto introduce the same old story 
about girls and physical education. We think it is significant that this paper is as 
contemporary now as it was then, over 20 years ago. We think this says much about the 
stagnation in the field of research on girls and physical education. As we have tried to show 
in this paper, some responsibility for the maintenance and reproduction of the same old 
narrative about girls and physical education must be borne by researchers and by the media 
reporting the findings of their research. We think there are a number of possible explanations 
for this situation, which suggest in turn potential solutions.  
 
First, we think that this topic of study, like the broader field of physical education and sport 
pedagogy (Kirk, 2010), is marred by poor citation practices and a consequent general lack of 
systematic building on previously published studies. Perhaps research on girls and physical 
education has been too small scale, or has failed to be rigorous enough methodologically, so 
that this resHDUFKLVQ¶WZRUth citing? But then, even if this was the case, why do successive 
studies, even those with standard public health designs featuring large numbers of 
participants, quantification and randomised trials, repeat the findings of previous research 
that has none of these features? Or perhaps the problem is that researchers from a range of 
fields, such as physical education and sport pedagogy on the one hand and public health on 
WKHRWKHUDUHXQDZDUHRIHDFKRWKHU¶VZRUNVLQFHWKH\SXEOLVKLQGLIIHUent journals and attend 
different conferences? While this may be an explanation for poor citation practices, it is not 
in our view an excuse, since any careful and thorough literature search should bring 
appropriate published research to light. 
 
Second, poor citation practices may lie at the base of the apparently random, scattergun 
nature of research on girls and physical education. There appear to be few programmes of 
research and a marked absence of a broader programme of interlocking research studies that 
could produce genuine developments in practice or, at least, the evidence that could illustrate 
what is possible in terms of improving the situation for girls and physical education. To 
facilitate a programmatic approach, we think researchers in the field need to be willing to 
identify and articulate a shared mission, with common, research-informed goals, vocabulary 
and methods (Kirk and Haerens, in press). Along with these shared and common values and 
approaches could come the capacity for researchers to develop a more assertive and 
collaborative relationship with media individuals and organisations so that the findings of 
research studies are reported accurately and that the µQHZV¶LVKLJKOLJKWHGDQGIRUHJURXQGHG
in their reports. 
 
Finally, we do not underestimate the scale of the challenge facing researchers to contribute to 
improving the situation for girls in physical education. We suggest that, as pedagogues, we 
must take a pragmatic approach, asking whether we can make a difference for the better, 
ZKDWµEHWWHU¶ZRXOGEHDQGKRZGRZHJRDERXWWKLVWDVN" Instead of perpetuating the same 
old story, we need to start with what we know about what does in fact facilitate girls¶ interest, 
motivation and learning in physical education. Activist scholars could provide us with a lead 
to assist in answering the three pragmatist question (eg. (QULJKW	2¶6XOOLYDQ
Fiestte, 2011; Fisette & Walton 2011; Oliver, Hamzeh & McCaughtry 2009; Oliver & Lalik, 
2004; Oliver & Oesterreich, 2013;). Through their change-focused research projects, they 
have identified some of the critical elements that do IDFLOLWDWHJLUOV¶HQJDJHPHQWZLWKSK\VLFDO
education, including being student-centred, creating opportunities for girls to study issues of 
embodiment, inquiry-based education centred in action, and listening and responding to girls 
over time. These critical elements allow us to develop programmes that meet the needs of 
different girls in different contexts, and show that there is no one best highly prescribed way 
to work with girls. Learning from activist researchers, we conclude with the proposal that a 
large part of a shared mission for this field of inquiry is that it must become more focused on 
how we go about improving the situation for girls in physical education, building on what we 
already know from activist studies and other student-centred inventions. 
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